There is more to the sweet tropical grass than the addictive sweet taste, however, and there is more to the Australian Sugar Museum, on the corner of the Bruce Highway and Peregrine Street, Mourilyan, south of Innisfail in far north Queensland, than a collection of old farming equipment.
Research highlighted the need to extend the parameters of the collection past merely recording the contribution made by the Islander people to include an awareness of the richness of their culture that was sadly lacking in mainstream Australia.
Curator of the Australian Sugar Museum, John Waldron, says the change of direction of the collection was a rewarding decision that evolved into the inclusion of a major educational resource to complement the collection.
Designed to meet the Studies of Society and Environment syllabus for secondary school students from years 8-12, the educational package compiled by researcher and writer, Michael Berry, targets "social, legal and political issues as well as history and citizenship" pedagogy.
A multi-layered concept, the reader-friendly information goes beyond the revealing photographs of a strong, saddened people, to inviting the literary explorer to read, research, role play, reflect and re-evalute the history and attitudes that moulded Queensland.
Attitudes are probed. Knowledge is probed. Focus questions prompt the reader to confront the past and the ramifications for the black society then and the multi-cultural society now:
Could Queensland have separated from Australia over the issue of black labour? What does it mean to be racist? Are there certain rights and freedoms that all of us are entitled to? What does it mean for everyone to be equal?
Boxed snippets of information, (pros and cons of slavery raised at the time of blackbirding or the details of the excluding dictation test that applied to unwelcome immigrants), tease the reader with just enough pertinent information to prompt further questioning and reading. Travellers from outside the local area are especially drawn to the collection of items, domestic and farming, that were part of the lives of the workers who created the successful sugar economy. In the days before sugar was considered a new source of power, the sugar gatherers had to be content with simple but functional appliances and furniture: the bush safe that hung from a beam or a bush and kept the food cool and insect free and was later replaced with the ice chest, the forerunner of the refrigerator; the doubly serviceable kerosene tins that were converted into drawers or other storage areas once their load had been discharged; the multi-adaptable sugar bag that became a welcome mat to wipe off the tropical mud, a carpet, curtains, a mattress or a shopping bag; the tin of treacle or syrup on the table that spoke of its sugary beginnings standing next to the tea caddy that protected the basis of the necessary brew; the kerosene lamp that pre-electricity, threw minimal light around the cane-cutter's barracks; the simple, once-white sandshoes that gave grip in fair weather and foul; and the wood stove; these and many more are frozen in time at the Mourilyan Museum . And of course the ever-ready cane knife has its own tale to tell. Cane knives were not all the same. The original cutting tool, a flat, broad bladed knife that included a hook, was adapted by bending it in a fire of some 400 degrees Fahrenheit, and then shaped to favour the particular cutter's skills. Handles were polished with broken bottle glass, and behind the hook that was used to rake away the trash, weights were added to create a simple, but effective, individualised tool.
These knives were wielded with deadly precision by the cane cutters as was discovered by many a snake in the cane fields and in the cottages. (The author's grandfather, John Brogden, in a cane barracks in Giru, neatly decapitated a snake with a swipe from his cane knife, when the snake, having dropped half his length from the rafters, suddenly appeared suspended in front of the man's face. The Englishman was surprised, and somewhat dismayed, when he realised that after the swipe, the snake's head had dropped down the front of his navy "Jackie
Howe" singlet …he later admitted to his family, "I did a little dance").
Both cane knives and Australian raw sugars that grace the tables of the world (see below)
have their own mini displays in the hall that connects the two major museum areas. The permanent display space of 14,000 square metres, is dominated by the 500 steam driven crushing engine, which was rescued from the Goondi Sugar Mill after it closed. Believed to bethe largest of its type in the Southern Hemisphere, the enormous machine that towers over people, (see below) was built in Glasgow Scotland in 1950 and performed its last crush in
1986.
Intrigued machine buffs can, with the flick of a switch, actually re-activate the mammoth crusher engine that shares the space with the first process IBM computer, complete with some of the old input cards, to be used in the sugar industry.
In the collection of harvesters, locomotives and historical tractors, one of the most interesting is Percy Benn's tractor from El Arish. This far-sighted man who was eventually to become the Director of the Tully Sugar Mill and a councillor in the Tully Shire Council, (1949) (1950) (1951) (1952) (1953) (1954) (1955) (1956) (1957) (1958) (1959) (1960) (1961) (1962) (1963) (1964) (1965) (1966) (1967) , became involved with the sugar industry after World War 1. As a returned soldier he was entitled to a soldier's settlement of land, which, fortunately for him, was already half cleared and supported some sugar cane. Necessity being the mother of invention, he modified his Fordson tractor by building up its steel wheels with timber, (see photo) raising the tractor above the young cane, and preventing damage to the crop. The specialised tractor also boasts a predecessor to the 3 point linkage system. This pioneer cane farmer, who once cleared his property with an axe and a cross cut saw, lives forever in the celebration of cane history.
The only major facility in Australia that is dedicated to sugar heritage houses other large equipment including locomotives, harvesters and a flat bed truck (see below) that provided basic transport from farm to town. The celebration of the cane photographic legacy is ongoing at the museum, beyond the black and whites of Stack and Belbin. The Sugarama Gallery provides for creativity that steps Curator, John Waldron is fired with passion to contribute at the AISM to north Queensland where he has made his home, after leaving Sydney culture to the southern rat race, and to share the history he enjoys preserving old ways and celebrating the new at the Australian Sugar Industry Museum on the Bruce Highway.
Enjoy the sweet taste of the tropical sugar at Mourilyan.
Notes
The Australian Sugar Musem is online at www.sugarmuseum.org.au, and can be contacted by telephone on 07 40632656.
